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            Introduction to the Perdana Discourse Series

          

        

      

    

    
      The Perdana Discourse Series is a series of talks and discussions on issues of concern to. Malaysians, where the objective is to facilitate dialogue and experience-sharing between experienced Malaysian leaders (whether in office or retired) and university students.

      A total of twenty discourses have been held from 2004 to 2016, featuring notable speakers such as the Fourth Prime Minister of Malaysia, Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad; the former Deputy Prime Minister of Malaysia, Tan Sri Muhyiddin Yassin; the former Auditor-General of Malaysia, Tan Sri Ambrin Buang; and former Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department, Tan Sri Abdul Wahid Omar.

      The first discourse took place in August, 2004, at the Auditorium of Perdana Leadership Foundation in Putrajaya, Malaysia. The keynote address was followed by a panel session, and earlier discourses featured group breakout sessions among the participants.

      The Perdana Discourse Series was wholly sponsored by the Malaysian automotive company, Proton Berhad.
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      Media and National Development was the theme for the sixth Perdana Discourse Series which took place on 18th April 2007. The discourse was an interactive platform where participants had the opportunity to share and discuss issues relating to policies, strategies, and possible models and achievements accomplished during the tenure of Malaysia's previous Prime Ministers. Participants comprised of university students, academicians, senior civil servants and members of various youth associations.

      The fourth Prime Minister of Malaysia, Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad, shared his thoughts on Media and National Development in Malaysia. The discourse was an interactive platform where participants had the opportunity to share and discuss issues relating to the role of the media in sustaining peace in the country. There were concerns raised on media freedom, responsibility, transparency, and objectivity. There were more than 200 participants comprised of university students, academicians, senior civil servants and members of various youth associations.

      The keynote address was followed by a moderated discussion chaired by Professor Dr Faridah Hassan of UiTM. The discussants were Dato’ A. Kadir Jasin (Editor -In-Chief of Berita Publishing Sdn Bhd), Mr. Steven Gan (founder and editor of Malaysiakini), Mr. Jeff Ooi (blogger cum columnist and Protem Vice President of National Alliance of Bloggers) and Dr Kamalan Jevaratnam (student representative from International Medical University). Each presenter took the opportunity to reiterate, list, and illustrate several key decisions, and the contributions of the past four leaders on Media and National Development in Malaysia.
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            Prologue

          

          Media and National Development

        

      

    

    
      Information has become an essential tool in a nation's development process as it enhances good governance and empowers people around the world. The relationship between the media and government, and its influence on democracy and national development are non-separable.

      In the 21st century, with the emergence of modern nation states, media is an essential aid to development, becoming an important channel for good governance and transparency. Governments all over the world have been concerned with ensuring that the public is informed about their activities and programmes. This involvement was translated into action by the setting up of various bureaus of information by governments and their agencies.

      In Malaysia, the mainstream press faces stringent political, legal, and economic controls. Nevertheless, the mainstream press in Malaysia has gone through a major evolution, beginning in the early 1980s, coinciding with the period in which Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad became the Prime Minister. This trend extended into the 1990s.

      Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad regarded the mass media as an instrument that could be utilised to achieve national development goals and the ideals of Rukun Negara, as well as to avoid divisive public controversies.

      Malaysia practises democracy differently than developed countries. In general, the Malaysian state kept a tight rein on news through specific press laws and broader rules related to sedition, internal security, and official secrets.

      So far, Malaysia has achieved growth, equity, and structural transformation in an ethnically diverse society, with the media assisting in promoting good governance and transparency. Nevertheless, there are concerns and questions raised on the role of the media in national development. They are:

      
        	What is a free press?

        	To what degree is there "freedom of the press" in Malaysia?

        	Can "freedom of the press" go against national interests?

        	Is legislation necessary to ensure media responsibility?

        	How do new media tools such as blogs and online news portals shape the role and future of journalism, and how do they affect the communication channels between government and citizens?
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      Nothing is absolute. Absolute freedom does not exist as freedom must always be limited by society or the environment. The same rule applies to the media; freedom of the press is not absolute.

      The instrument is also never wrong. For example, a knife can be used to carve beautiful objects, or it can be used to stab a person. That is your choice. There is nothing wrong with the knife as it is a very useful instrument. If you use it wrongly, you will get bad results, but if you use it correctly, you will get beautiful results.

      I hope that we will bear these two things in mind: nothing is absolute, and the instrument is not at fault. It's the application (of the instrument) that can either cause problems or bring benefits. If you remember this, then the discourse on media and national development will be better understood.

      

      In Malaysia, we often talk about the media “being controlled”. Foreign press reports never fail to describe Malaysia as a country where “the press is controlled”. We cannot deny that the press is controlled, but control is something that can be used either for good or bad. Some controls are good — I think our currency controls yielded good results — whereas other controls are bad.

      The media plays a very big role in our lives. We all need information, because without information we may make the wrong decisions. It is like going into a very dark place. If you have no information about what is in front of you, you would hesitate to walk freely. There may be spears directed at you that you could walk right into, and hurt yourself.

      To get information, we need light, and the media brings this light to us because it tells us what is happening around us. If the dark place I mentioned earlier is lit, then we are able to receive information about our actual surroundings. This will enable us to decide how to proceed.

      Information is also very important in the affairs of our country. If you have the right information (that you are wise enough to study to determine which to accept and which to reject), you can progress and develop. If you live in a country where there is no information, it’s highly likely that you will make mistakes in judgement. It is because of this need for information that we prefer to be in a country where people are informed and are able to make decisions. This is why Malaysia chose democracy as its model of government after independence - it was a welcome departure from feudalism.

      

      When I was a boy, I was told that politics was only for the rulers and the elite, and was not meant for the common people. The elite were the ones who made political decisions whereas commoners had no say and should not try to influence politics in any way. The result was that the rulers made very bad decisions as they
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